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45.
HUME'S DIFFICULTIES WITH THE SELF

I

One of the more baffling and apparently incon-
clusive parts of the Treatise is the section on personal
identity. Hume himself, when he takes a backward glance at
it in those notorious passages in the Appendix, singles it
out as representing an unresolved problem in his philosophy.

It is a matter of fairly general agreement among
recent writers on the subject that one of Hume's chief dif-
ficulties -- though not one he recognizes -- is his assign-
ing to the mind (or, sometimes, the "imagination”) certain
activities, which he claims are instrumental in generating
beljef in, and awareness of, the very mind or self whose
activities they are said to be.1 Hume talks about customs
and habits of the mind and the expectations arising out of
these, of the acts of observing, noticing and associating,
of believing, of feigning, and so on, acts which the mind
is required to perform in order for us to be able to explain

along acceptable empiricist lines how the idea of an abiding
self arises. Such talk, it seems, already presupposes the
existence of a self and our possegssion of the idea thereof.
So does, of course, the talk involved in Hume's accounts
of the external world and of causality. Insofar as these
involve his theory of belief, they, too, seem to presup-
pose a self which is more than a fiction, more than a pro-
duct of the imagination. Yet the account he gives of the
self seems to yield precisely a fiction in just the sense
in which our ideas of the external world and of its causal
connections are ideas of fictions. Quite generally, then,
if Hume's theory of belief presupposes a continually exist-
ing self, what sense can be made of his arguments to show
that our belief in such a self is the belief in a fiction?
I want to argue that Hume can be defended against
such criticisms and that the appearance of circularity
here is just that: an appearance. It results largely from
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two features of the Treatise. The first is that since at
different points in the Treatise Hume is obviously concerned
with different problems, his language reflects this. It is
for this reason only that at times he talks in ways which
make it seem that a continually existing self is being pre-
supposed. The second feature responsible for the appear-
ance of circularity is that while Hume draws a distinction
between “perfect” and ‘imperfect” identity, he fails to make
that distinction explicit enough, so that one may easily
miss the all-important point that it is only the former
sort of identity which is being denied of the self, and the
latter sort which is being explained and accounted for

along Humean empiricist lines. If we keep this in mind, we
shall see that the references in his account of the identity
of the self to the activities of the self are not question-
begging, and that the attribution of these activities to
the very same "fiction" whose existence is being accounted
for carries no absurdity.

II

One way to bring out the differences between the
kind of self which is alleged to be presupposed by Hume's
account and that which, as I shall argque, is really involwved
in that account, is to put pressure on Hume's doctrine of
association, It is freguently urged by commentators2 that
the notion of association which is so fundamental for much
of Hume's philosophy is ambiguous, showing as it does the
influence of two very different models, deriving from
Hutcheson and Newton respectively. On the first model, a
continuing self is presupposed as the agent of the various
sorts of associative acts he invokes; on the second it is
the items associated (perceptions) which are themselves the
entities doing the associating. Clearly, the question
whether Hume's theory of belief involves the assumption that
a continuing self exists (harmless in the uses of that
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theory in other contexts, but possibly fatal in its use in

a theory of personal identity) may be seen to resolve into
the question, which model of association is fundamental for
Hume?

It is, of course, an undeniable fact that Hume
talks of association in two radically different ways. On
the one hand, he talks of the mind (and of the imagination)
as "associating perceptions," as "noticing” or "observing"
resemblances and other rélations, and as developing
"customs" and "expectations" -- apparently, the Hutcheson-
ian view. On the other hand, he speaks of impressions and
ideas themselves as "attracting"” and "introducing" each
other, as "falling regularly into complex ones” and so on
-- the Newtonian, or "gravitational," picture.

Is Hume, however, really committed to two different
accounts of association? Is there, in the Treatise, at
least, as Jane McIntyre claims, "a tension between two
different implicit accounts of the association of 1deas"?3
Not, it seems to me, if we remember that the heart of Hume's
theory of the self is precisely the claim that the mind is
nothing but a collection of perceptions (organized in cer-
tain ways). Then, surely, locutions of the sort "the mind
assoclates” cannot be taken at face value as implying the
Hutchesonian view -- in fact, Hume seems to be saying some-
thing rather closer to the Newtonian one. Only if we over-
look or forget this will we think that Hume wants to say
both that the mind is merely a collection of perceptions
assoclated with each other in certain ways and also that
there is an enduring self to which the functions involved
in the notions of habit, custom, etc., are to be assigned.
That would lead to an impasse from which there could be
no escape. Hume certainly asserts, and argues for, the
first of these propositions. He nowhere asserts the second:
the passages that trouble McIntyre and others, where he
talks about the mind as associating perceptions, appear to
imply it only if we forget that by "the mind" in such
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places we aré to understand precisely a collection of per-
ceptions. Of course, some of these passages occur before
Hume makes this clear in the section on personal identity.
But in those earlicr contexts where Hume adopts this way of
speaking, he does not need to address the present issue and
can afford to leave uninvestigated the nature of the entity
called "mind" or "imagination", whose activity he alleges
to be the source of certain beliefs (e.g., in causal con-
nections or in the external world): it would be merely dis-
tracting to introduce these further complications at such
points. We should not make the mistake of regarding Hume,
because of the discretion he shows in postponing coming to
grips with this question, as being committed to just the
view of the mind that, when he does come to address the
topic, he firmly and unequivocally rejects. What Hume
wants to say is precisely that the mind, understood as a
bundle of directly associated perceptions, is the entity

to which those crucial activities his talk of custom and
habit involves are to be assigned. Now this leaves Hume
with the difficult task of making sense of such a strange-~
seeming claim apd of explaining how it can be true. But
this is a different difficulty from the so-called “funda-
mental difficulty” alleged by his recent critics; that
"difficulty” evaporates once we cease trying to saddle

Hume with an inconsistency arising out of regarding him as
at least vestigially committed to the very view of the self
he is plainly concerned to reject.

III

I can sketch only in the barest outline what I take
to be Hume's solution to the real difficulty which I have
suggested remains for him., Hume gives its essence very
directly and boldly: A4s memory alone acquaints ug with
the...succession of perceptions, 'tis to be consider'd,

upon that account chiefly, as the source of personal
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identity. Had we no memory, we never shou'd have any notion
of causation, nor consequently of that chain of causes and
effects, which constitute our self or person. (T261—2)4 It
is memory, or, to be more specific, the presence of memory
perceptions among the series of collections of perceptions,
that, on Hume's view} is the mind or self, which makes it
possible for such a series to be a self, a single entity
which can be individuated, and of which that self can be
aware.5 Let me single out two aspects of the difficulty
facing Hume in attempting to make intelligible his claim
that (collections of) perceptions are the agents of those
activities he assigns to the self or imagination. First,
how can one make sense of distinct perceptions attracting
each other directly in the manner required by the Newtonian
or "gravitational" model of association? While I have a
suspicion that the task of unpacking the metaphors involved
is well-nigh hopeless, it may be suggested that one way in
which a perception may point in the direction of another is
by being a memory of the latter.6 The intentionality of
memories {(as well as that of anticipations) may be just the
bond required for cementing perceptions without the aid of
an additional agency such as a mind whose perceptions, on
the alternative model, they would be said to be. The
second problematic aspect of Hume's task we should note is
the need to explain our awareness that some perceptions are
associated in this direct way; that is, to account for
self-consciousness on such a Newtonian theory. Perceptions
are, by definition, items of consciousness, and even when
the answer to the question, Items of whose consciousness?
turns out to be as paradoxical-seeming as Hume's, the dis-
solution of the paradox cannot involve denying or ignoring
the phenomenological fact that the bundle of perceptions
which is the self is aware of itself as such a bundle con-
stituting such a unity. But there is nothing mysterious
about this, if some of these items are essentially inten-

tional in character in the way that memories are -- and
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this, I suggest, is what llume has in mind when he talks of
memory discovering as well as producing self-identity
(1262) . '

So we can see that Hume's insistence on the cen-
trality of memory in any account of self-identity and the
gravitational model of association go hand in hand --
another reason for not taking Hume to be committed to
another, plainly conflicting, model of association as well.

Nor could an overlap-theory of the ingenious sort
suggested by McIntyre solve the "fundamental difficulty”, if
there really were one.8 According to this suggestion, as
long as the set of perceptions at time t and the set at
time tl have some members in common, the continuity re-
quired for the identity of a self is provided, in spite of
the strict non-identity of the sets. And the set at t,
need have a member in common only with the set at tl, and

not with that at t, in order for t and t, to be identical

in this weak - but, as MciIntyre claims, Sumean -- gense.
But it is hard to see why the presence of hold-over per-
ceptions in successive collections should be thought to be
of help in making sense of the attribution of imaginative
activity, custom and habit to the series of such collections
which it serves, on such a view, to unify. If it were true,
as Mcintyre insists, that for Hume "the self is not identi-
cal through time,"9 why should the fact that there is some
component common to a succession of strictly diverse sets
of perceptions (even a component which is itself strictly
identical through time) be thought to help to make sense
of and justify talk of habit and imaginative activity?
Surely, we would still have the puzzle of what entity it
is whose habit, etc., is being invoked? Is it one of these
sets, all of them somehow, or just the common components
linking (sets of) these sets? Would it make sense Lo opt
for any one of these answers?

The source of the trouble is, it seems to me, the

refusal shared by most of Hume's critics to take seriously
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enough his distinction between perfect (also called by him
"strict" or "proper") identity and imperfect identity.
Ashley and Stack have argued, to my mind persuasively, that
this refusal is a mistake, and I will not pursue the matter
here beyond saying that if the set of the sets of percep-
tions at t...t  may be seen as constituting a self with
imperfect identity, there is no need for McIntyre's maneu-
vre of including perceptions common to several of the
member-—sets.10 The imperfect identity of the set of these
sets that is the self does not depend on the perfect iden-
tity of any perception, even in McIntyre's restricted sense
Thus, if we take the distinction between perfect and im-
perfect identity seriously, we need not deny ourselves the
luxury of saying, consistent with ordinary usage and our
common-sense beliefs, that we are, though strictly speaking
different from moment to moment, nevertheless the same at
those different moments; that there is one identical self
which is constituted by a series of diverse collections of
perceptions, and that it is this one self whose habits and
imaginative activities are at work in generating its beliefs
in an external world, its material objects and its causal
connections. In advancing.- his account, Hume is not really
committed to the paradoxical-seeming view that perceptions
themselves as such can perceive, remember, compare, anti-
cipate, etc. What he says is that people (minds) do all
these things and then goes on to tell us what minds are.
There is no more (though perhaps no less) mystery here
than in saying that chairs are collections of particles.
Having said this, nothing forces us to abandon our common-
sense belief, reflected in ordinary language, that when we
sit down we sit on a chair and not just on partjcles.
IV

The second aspect, as noted above, of the task facing
Hume in making sense of a self based on a Newtonian model
of association is that of giving some account of self-
awareness. McNabb ends his discussion of the topic of per-

sonal identity with the question, "But still, what is it for
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a perception to be aware of itself as a member of that rela-

?"11 Even for

tional unity of perceptions we call a mind
Nelson Pike, there remains at the end of his defence of
Hume's theory the difficulty of.how, if the mind is just a
bundle or series of conscious states, it can be aware of
itself as such a bundle or series possessing a certain unity.
McNabb confesses to having no answer. Pike offers an in-
genious one which goes at least part of the way to solving
the difficulty: "A series of conscious states cannot be
aware of itself as a series. But a series of conscious
states might contain an awareness which is of itself pre-
sented as a series."12
The solution I want to urge should now be clear. We
should not say that a perception (for Pike, a "conscious
state") is aware of the identity of the series (the self)
which it partially constitutes; rather, we should say
that the self is aware of its identity just because it con-
tains a certain kind of perception. The perceptions which
can fulfill this peculiar function are just those which
possess the intentionality characteristic of memory, hence
lume's insistence on their centrality to any account of

self-identity.13

It is such perceptions which provide the
glue uniting the diverse perceptions of a mind or self,

that bond between strictly distinct existences for which
Hume asks despairingly in the Appendix (T636).14 lle need
not have despaired, however, had he realized that he him-
self had already provided at least the basis of a way out of
the apparent dilemma, when in the very same passages of the
Appendix he speaks of our "feeling" a connection between
ideas of his error in formerly supposing that force and
vivacity were the only properties in respect of which ideas
with the same content (of the same object) could differ,
rather than, as he now realizes, also by their different
feeling; and, finally, of differences in feeling as includ-
ing differences among ideas, which cannot properly be com-

prehended under the terms "force" and "vivacity" ('I‘636).15
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In all these ways he had already opened the way to includ-
ing intentionality among these differences in feeling and
to connecting his specific insight concerning the central
role of membry in self-awareness with these general revi-
sions in the Appendix of the overly restrictive earlier
parts of the Treatise. All the materials are there for a
solution of the alleged difficulties; it is surprising
that neither Hlume nor his commentators have made full use
of them.

If the interpretation I have urged is anywhere near
the mark, it is easy to see why the allegation of circular-
ity, of relying on a fictional self to explain the produc-
tion of fictions, fails to hold for Hume. The self which
on his account produces fictions is a very real one, though
one composed of nothing but perceptions. 1In particular, it
does not include, in addition to those perceptions, a con-
tinuing self possessing perfect identity. It is the latter
that is fictional, and Hume is able to explain how it is
that we come to believe in such a fiction. But for this
explanation, as well as for the explanation of other be-
liefs in other fictions, only the imperfectly identical
and very real self which consists of an organized set of

perceptions is requlred.16

J. I. Biro
University of Oklahoma
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